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Abstract:  Negotiating indeterminacy in Studio teaching: using the zones of material 
and immaterial play to shape pedagogies and practices in art. 
 
 
Mark Webb, Lecturer in Visual Art, Queensland University of Technology 
 





Genealogy	  of	  the	  Open	  Studio	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  In	  1987	  I	  had	  finished	  my	  Diploma	  of	  Art	  in	  Painting	  at	  QCA,	  and	  one	  night	  at	  an	  opening	  I	  had	  an	   impromptu	  discussion	  with	  Brian	  Kearns,	   the	  Director	  of	  QCA	  bemoaning	   the	   fact	  that	   his	   recently	   commissioned	   Intermedia	  department	   at	  QCA	  was	   really	   just	   replicating	  the	  dull	   repertoire	  of	   the	  painting	  and	  photography	  studios,	  and	  not	  reflecting	   the	   idea	  of	  intermedia	  at	  all.	  He	  suggested	  I	  design	  what	  the	  course	  should	  look	  like.	  He	  was	  adamant	  that,	  even	  though	  I	  had	  no	  teaching	  experience,	  if	  I	  could	  get	  a	  course	  structure	  approved	  by	  the	  executive,	  I	  could	  implement	  it	  in	  the	  studio.	  	  	  They	  did,	   and	   the	   following	  year	   I	  unexpectedly	  began	  my	   teaching	   career	  using	  a	  hybrid	  model	  of	  studio	  teaching	  based	  on	  Black	  Mountain	  College	  and	  CALARTS	  approaches	  to	  art	  practice.	  This	  initial	  program	  explored	  four	  key	  areas	  of	  art	  practice,	  text,	  image,	  sound	  and	  performance,	   and	   students	   were	   encouraged	   to	   work	   across	   various	   combinations	   of	   all	  these	  ‘languages’.	  Three	  years	  later	  another	  moment	  of	  happenstance	  landed	  me	  a	  teaching	  position	   at	   QUT,	   eventually	   coordinating	   the	   first	   year	   studio,	   where	   I	   refined	   and	  implemented	   the	   intermedia	   program	   as	   the	   foundation	   for	   the	   rest	   of	   the	   course.	   	   After	  some	  time	  this	  in	  turn	  set	  up	  the	  conditions	  for	  the	  Open	  Studio	  to	  evolve	  across	  the	  course	  in	  collaboration	  with	  my	  colleagues	  across	  both	  theory/history	  and	  studio	  practice.	  	  I	   am	   indulging	   in	   this	   opening	   anecdote	   because	   it	   points	   to	   the	   constellation	   of	   chance	  encounters	   that	   led	   to	   this	   kind	   of	   approach	   to	  making	   and	   teaching	   art	   in	   post-­‐medium,	  post	  studio	  contexts.	  Initially	  I	  was	  lucky,	  people	  were	  prepared	  to	  take	  chances,	  to	  trust	  my	  ideas,	   and	   it	   was	   also	   fortuitous	   that	   I	   was	   able	   to	   work	   with	   a	   group	   of	   other	  artists/educators	   who	   supported	   non-­‐traditional	   approaches	   to	   teaching.	   This	   trust	   in	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taking	   chances,	   or	   leaving	   things	   to	   indeterminate	   ends,	   of	   embracing	   the	   uncertainty	   of	  outcome,	  is	  what	  forms	  the	  operational	  spaces	  of	  the	  Open	  Studio.	   	  How	  the	  ideas	  of	  early	  childhood	  specialists	  Lev	  Vygotsky	  and	  Brian	  Sutton-­‐Smith	  contribute	  to	  this	  is	  what	  I	  will	  discuss	  today.	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
Ecology	  of	  the	  Open	  Studio	  –	  Action	  research	  in	  the	  Immaterial	  and	  Material	  zones	  of	  
proximity	  
	   ‘The	  field	  of	  art	  has	  become	  –	  in	  short	  –	  a	  field	  of	  possibilities,	  of	  exchange	  and	  comparative	  analysis.’…	   ‘in	   such	   dematerialized,	   post-­‐conceptual	   and,	   perhaps	  more	   accurately	   termed,	  re-­‐contextualized	   art	   practices…	   Research	   has	   even,	   to	   some	   extent,	   superseded	   studio	  practice.’	  Sheikh	  (2009:	  5)	  




ZPD	  and	  Play:	  the	  Immaterial	  zones	  of	  the	  Open	  Studio	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  ‘an	  artist	  might	  advance	  specifically	  to	  get	  lost…	  seeking	  odd	  intersections	  of	  meaning,	  
strange	   corridors	   of	   history,	   unexpected	   echoes,	   unknown	   humors,	   or	   voids	   of	  
knowledge’.	  Robert	  Smithson	  (1979:	  67)	  
	  For	   many	   years	   in	   the	   studio	   environment	   I	   drew	   primarily	   on	   my	   own	   research	   into	  Bauhaus,	  Black	  Mountain	  College	   and	  CALARTS	  programs	  because	   these	   exemplified	  best	  practice	   for	  using	  social,	  political	  and	  conceptual	   frameworks	   for	   learning	  about	  art.	  They	  provided	   the	   cues	   for	   conflating	   the	   practical,	   historical	   and	   theoretical	   paradigms	   of	  modernist	  and	  contemporary	  art	   into	  a	  contextual	   field	   that	   focussed	  on	  developing	  skills	  for	  analysing	  different	  languages	  across	  a	  variety	  of	  media.	  This	  program	  provided	  the	  basis	  of	  the	  studio	  seminars	  and	  tutorials,	  as	  a	  series	  of	  reference	  points	  that	  provided	  a	  form	  of	  tacit	   help	   in	   the	   form	   of	   learning	   materials,	   and	   more	   explicit	   forms	   through	   individual	  discussion,	   group	   critique	   and	   other	   resources.	   This	   approach	   meant	   encouraging	   an	  openness	   to	   the	   new	   experiences	   of	   art	   that	   students	   were	   faced	   with,	   and	   collectively	  discussing	  these	  new	  ideas	  and	  problems.	  It	  focused	  on	  promoting	  a	  sensitivity	  to	  how	  the	  conceptual,	  formal,	  material	  and	  contextual	  processes	  of	  a	  practice	  might	  promote	  new	  and	  unexpected	  ways	   for	   students	   to	   explore	  making	   art.	   	   The	   studio	   established	   a	   space	   for	  respecting	   difference,	   a	   site	   to	   negotiate	   their	   vacillating	   levels	   of	   confidence,	   to	   rethink	  notions	   of	   what	   success	   and	   failure	   might	   mean	   while	   making	   art,	   and	   importantly,	   to	  embrace	   the	   process	   of	   play	   as	   sometimes	  mindful,	   sometimes	   spontaneous,	   activity.	   All	  these	   approaches	   enabled	   a	   responsive,	   reflexive,	   emergent	   and	   most	   importantly,	  collaborative	  space	  for	  learning.	  	  	  	  The	  idea	  of	  play	  and	  chance	  as	  methods	  for	  making	  work	  initially	  come	  from	  Duchamp,	  John	  Cage,	  Fluxus	  et	  al.	  More	  recently	  these	  approaches	  to	  practice	  have	  been	  even	  more	  strongly	  confirmed	   through	   the	   educational	   psychologist	   Lev	   Vygotsky’s	   concept	   of	   the	   Zone	   of	  Proximal	   Development	   in	   early	   childhood	   education	   and	   the	   ideas	   of	   Play	   and	   Metaplay	  developed	  by	  Play	  Theorist	  Brian	  Sutton-­‐Smith.	  	  	  	  
	  
	  
Lev	  Vygotsky	  –	  Zones	  of	  Proximal	  Development	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  When	   I	   first	   encountered	   them	   I	   was	   struck	   by	   how	   fundamentally	   similar	   many	   of	  Vygotsky’s	   ideas	  about	  establishing	  exemplary	   learning	  environments	   for	  children	  applied	  to	  my	  own	   teaching	  experiences	   and	   strategies.	   In	   retrospect	  perhaps	   it	   should	  not	  be	   so	  surprising	   because	   I	   had	   also	   taught	   many	   students	   who	   came	   from	   early	   childhood	  teaching	   and	   they	   always	  made	  mention	   of	   how	   similar	   the	   studio	   learning	   environment	  was	  to	  their	  own	  experience	  of	  teaching.	  	  	  Vygotsky’s	  concept	  of	   the	  Zone	  of	  Proximal	  Development	  (ZPD)	  refers	  very	  broadly	  to	  the	  notion	  of	  developmental	  courses	  or	  trajectories	  in	  educational	  theory	  that	  emphasise	  a	  path	  towards	   independent	   learning	  through	  a	  process	  of	  social	   formation	   in	  order	   to	  equip	  the	  learner	  with	   independent	   learning	   skills	   through	   a	   combination	   of	   assisted,	   collaborative	  and	  mediated	  learning.	  	  	  A	  key	  idea	  that	  he	  proposes	  assists	  the	  learner	  is	  through	  appropriate	  scaffolding	  -­‐	  a	  broad	  term	   which	   includes	   mediation	   of	   physical,	   personal,	   psychological	   and	   social	   types,	  whereby	   the	   learner	   is	   assisted	   less	   and	   less	   as	   they	   gain	   facility	   and	   confidence	   in	   the	  learning	  tasks.	  Functionally	  this	  occurs	  through	  a	  range	  of	  tasks	  being	  set	  that	  run	  ahead	  of	  the	  current	  level	  of	  understanding	  that	  the	  student	  has,	  preparing	  them	  for	  learning	  not	  just	  on	  an	  individual	  and	  internal	  basis	  but	  also	  in	  the	  distributed	  bioecopsychological	  system.	  	  	  Scaffolding	  is	  a	  way	  of	  performing	  Vygotsky’s	  concept	  of	  working	  in	  the	  ZPD	  and	  it	  does	  this	  through	   the	   essentially	   dialogic	   nature	   of	   the	   discourse	   in	   which	   knowledge	   is	   co-­‐constructed.	   It	   recognises	   the	   significance	   of	   the	   kind	   of	   activity	   that	   the	   knowledge	   is	  embedded	  in,	  and	  importance	  of	  the	  role	  of	  artefacts	  that	  mediate	  the	  learning	  process.	  –	  in	  our	  case	  the	  making	  and	  interpretation	  of	  contemporary	  art	  	  The	  types	  of	  scaffolding	  which	  have	  been	  shown	  to	  be	  helpful	  in	  keeping	  learners	  in	  their	  ZPD	  include:	  passive	  help	  contained	  in	  the	  learning	  materials	  or	  other	  resources;	  a	  reduction	  of	  intensity	  by	  having	  a	  relaxed	  atmosphere;	  less	  risk	  by	  providing	  contextual	  clues	  or	  other	  hints,	  less	  production	  pressure	  by	  assistance	  through	  tutors	  and	  in	  particular	  peer	  learners,	  and	  asking	  clarifying	  questions	  to	  maintain	  a	  self-­‐reflective	  mode	  of	  thinking.	  As	  with	  the	  action	  research	  model	  applied	  elsewhere	  -­‐	  the	  process	  of	  repeating	  and	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rephrasing	  those	  activities	  and	  questions	  is	  central	  to	  learning.	  By	  setting	  up	  these	  conditions,	  expectations	  and	  outcomes	  are	  often	  more	  tacit	  than	  explicit,	  and	  essential	  to	  the	  environment	  is	  that	  social	  involvement	  underpins	  the	  learning	  process	  in	  a	  number	  of	  ways,	  from	  modelling,	  to	  encouragement,	  to	  assistance	  in	  a	  variety	  of	  ways	  	  	  Vygotsky’s	   methods	   of	   constructing	   exemplary	   learning	   environments	   presume	   both	   a	  controlled,	  and	  aleatory,	  approach	   to	   the	  spaces	   they	  operate	  within.	  His	   idea	  of	  ZPD	  as	  a	  space	  for	  encouraging	  independent	  learning	  in	  children	  that	  is	  individual	  and	  inclusive,	  tacit	  and	   explicit,	   collaborative	   and	   mediated,	   social	   and	   personal,	   and	   promotes	   critical	   and	  creative	  development	   is	  equally	  at	  play	   in	   the	  ecosystem	  of	   the	  open	  studio.	   It	  provides	  a	  site	   of	   constant	   becoming,	   a	   process	   emphasising	   movement	   and	   unpredictability	   rather	  than	  stasis	  and	  certainty:	  in	  Brian	  Sutton-­‐Smith’s	  terms	  it	  highlights	  the	  ambiguity	  of	  play.	  And	  although	  the	  concept	  of	  play	   is	  crucial	   to	  understanding	  the	  development	  of	  children,	  its	   role	   in	   adult	   life	   and	   particularly	   art-­‐making	   is	   largely	   ignored.	   This	   is	  where	   Sutton-­‐Smith’s	   idea	   of	   ‘broad-­‐play	   rhetoric’	   and	  Metaplay	   proves	   useful	   to	   further	   contextualise	  how	  the	  largely	  immaterial	  or	  conceptual	  processes	  of	  the	  ZPD	  fold	  across	  the	  very	  tangible	  formal	  and	  material	  practices	  of	  the	  open	  studio.	  	  	  
Brian	  Sutton-­‐Smith	  –	  Play,	  the	  Playful	  and	  Metaplay	  
	  Brian	   Sutton-­‐Smith’s	   book	  The	  Ambiguity	  of	  Play	   brings	   together	   a	   remarkably	   pluralistic	  and	  extensive	  survey	  of	  multidisciplinary	  inquires	  into	  play	  theory,	  in	  almost	  all	  areas	  of	  the	  Humanities	  and	  Social	  Sciences	  except	  visual	  art.	  It	  was	  through	  initially	  doing	  research	  into	  Humour	   in	   art	   that	   I	   discovered	   his	   work	   and	   again	   was	   struck	   by	   how	   so	   many	   of	   the	  central	   tenets	  of	  his	  seven	  Rhetorics	  of	  play	  corresponded	  with	  my	  approaches	   to	  making	  and	  teaching	  art.	  	  	  These	  Rhetorics	  are	  designed	   to	   frame	   the	  different	   types	  of	   strategies	  used	   to	   talk	  about	  and	   through	   play	   across	   his	   own	   research.	   I	   became	   particularly	   interested	   in	   his	  discussions	  about	  the	  Rhetoric	  of	  the	  imaginary	  because	  he	  makes	  an	  emphatic	  case	  for	  play	  as	   being	   embedded	   in	   the	   everyday	   world	   through	   ambiguity,	   paradox,	   indeterminacy,	  unpredictability,	  variability,	  and	  particularly	  humour.	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This	   concept	  of	  play	  also	  echoes	  Schecher’s	   idea	  of	  a	   ‘broad	  play	   rhetoric’	  which	  suggests	  that	  play	  is	  a	  highly	  transformative	  and	  powerful	  experience	  that	  exists	  ‘as	  the	  underlying,	  always	   there,	   continuum	   of	   experience”	   that	   through	   discourse,	   narrative	   or	   context	   it	  provides	   ‘unusual	  ways	  of	  turning	  things	  around,	   insights,	  breaks,	  openings	  and	  especially	  looseness’	  to	  constructing	  cultural	  meaning.	  So	  again	  chance	  and	  indeterminacy	  are	  seen	  as	  productive	   ways	   to	   generate	   new	   and	   unexpected	   outcomes,	   and	   form	   part	   of	   what	   he	  describes	  as	  Metaplay	  -­‐	  as	  playing	  with	  material	  that	  most	  of	  us	  do	  not	  play	  with	  in	  the	  same	  irreverent	  way	   -­‐	   it	   becomes	   a	   question	   about	   how	   the	   ‘rules’	   of	   play	   and	   the	   pretense	   of	  ignoring	  them	  work	  together.	  	  Sutton-­‐Smith’s	   framing	  of	   the	  rhetorics	  of	  play	   in	   this	  way	  resonates	  with	   the	   intertextual	  indeterminacy	   that	   students	   have	   to	   negotiate,	   and	   learn	   to	   trust	   as	   being	   part	   of	   the	  creative	   experience.	   The	   word	   rhetoric	   is	   used	   here	   in	   its	   modern	   sense,	   as	   being	   a	  persuasive	  discourse,	  or	  an	  implicit	  narrative,	  and	  it	  is	  the	  narrative	  of	  uncertainty	  that	  we	  use	  to	  encourage	  students	  to	  embrace	  as	  they	  to	  play	  outside	  of	  the	  rules	  and	  frames	  they	  are	  familiar	  with.	  They	  have	  to	  play	  together	  informally	  alongside	  one	  another	  in	  the	  studio,	  and	   explicitly	   in	   group	   critiques,	   sometimes	   framed	   by	   formal	   debate,	   and	   equally	   in	   the	  ambiguous	  spaces	  outside	  of	  those	  zones.	  	  	  
The	  Material	  Topologies	  of	  the	  Open	  Studio	  
	  
	  As	  I	  outlined	  previously	  the	  course	  is	  premised	  on	  the	  complimentary	  relationship	  between	  studio	  practices	  and	  history/theory	  that	  we	  collectively	  designed	  across	  the	   four	  years:	   in	  ZPD	  terms,	  this	  is	  the	  scaffolding and contextual architecture of the course. At	  this	  point	  I	  will	  briefly	  map	  out	  how	  these	  immaterial	  zones	  of	  learning	  seam	  across	  the	  material	  zones	  of	  the	  studio.	  	  	  First	  year	   focus	  on	  material	   languages,	  on	  playing	  with	   form,	  process	  and	  materiality.	  The	  tangible	  materials	  of	  the	  studio	  are	  introduced	  as	  concepts	  and	  content	  in	  themselves.	  This	  is	  facilitated	  through	  individual	  and	  collaborative	  activities	  and	  critique.	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Second	  year	  focus	  on	  conceptual	  languages,	  playing	  with	  content	  and	  contexts.	  Mapping	  the	  content	  and	  contexts	  of	  practice	  across	  form,	  process	  and	  media.	  This	  is	  further	  developed	  through	  individual	  and	  collaborative	  activities	  and	  critique.	  	  Third	  year	  focus	  on	  synthesis	  and	  analysis	  of	  previous	  studio	  experiences.	  Self-­‐directed	  research	  and	  reflection	  on	  understanding	  what	  an	  art	  practice	  can	  be.	  Higher	  level	  analysis	  and	  critique	  of	  conceptual	  and	  material	  languages	  in	  collaborative	  and	  individual	  discussions.	  	  Honours	  year	   focus	  on	  professional	  development	  of	  practice,	  project	  management	  of	   final	  exhibition	  of	  creative	  work	  and	  a	  written	  articulation	  of	  the	  Honours	  project.	  	  
Post-­‐Institutional	  Practices:	  Heuristic	  and	  Nomadic	  sites	  of	  learning.	  	  	  	  The	  Open	  studio	  model	  has	  operated	  for	  more	  than	  fifteen	  years	  at	  QUT	  and	  has	  been	  an	  incubator	  for	  seven	  of	  the	  most	  successful	  and	  long-­‐term	  ARIs	  to	  be	  established	  in	  Brisbane.	  This	  is	  the	  result	  of	  using	  the	  fundamentals	  of	  ZPD	  to	  activate	  the	  potential	  for	  playing	  with	  the	  uncertainty	  and	  ambiguity	  of	  making	  art	  in	  a	  collaborative,	  and	  supportive	  studio	  environment.	  	  Just	  as	  in	  early	  childhood	  learning	  the	  Open	  studio	  establishes	  a	  site	  for	  students	  to	  feel	  that	  they	  are	  joining	  a	  group	  of	  practitioners	  who	  are	  holding	  them	  to	  a	  standard	  of	  understanding	  and	  behaviour,	  and	  are	  assisting	  them	  in	  the	  process	  of	  fully	  joining	  the	  group	  as	  a	  potentially	  core	  participant.	  And	  finally	  as	  we	  can	  see	  with	  the	  success	  of	  these	  ARIs,	  this	  focus	  on	  collaborative	  activity	  also	  encourages	  heuristic	  modes	  of	  learning	  to	  develop,	  enabling	  graduates	  to	  have	  a	  self-­‐sufficient,	  nomadic	  approach	  to	  continuing	  professional	  practice,	  to	  collectively	  support	  one	  another,	  and	  generously	  mentor	  others	  in	  the	  emerging	  art	  community.	  
 
